Nitrous oxide anaesthesia was introduced to Britain by Thomas W. Evans in 1868. An American by birth, he practised in Paris, and had been instructed in nitrous oxide anaesthesia by Gardiner Quincy Colton.
Evans' arrival in London coincided with anxiety about the safety of chloroform in dental operations, although Joseph Clover had an enviable record at the time, using his "Clover bag".
The Odontological Society of Great Britain commissioned a report involving both animal experiments and human case reports. A preliminary report in 1868 and the final report in 1872 provided little in the way of improved knowledge, but did serve to establish the place of nitrous oxide anaesthesia in Britain, citing 58,000 cases. The report concluded that nitrous oxide "induced anaesthesia by preventing oxidation".
Debate continued as to whether nitrous oxide produced anaesthesia because of asphyxia or some inherent property. It was Paul Bert who pointed out in 1878 that the anaesthetic effects of the gas were being obscured by asphyxial symptoms which were inevitable only so long as patients were made to inhale 100070 nitrous oxide.
Sir Frederick William Hewitt, along with Clover and Alfred Coleman, was a great advocate of nitrous oxide anaesthesia, mainly for short procedures. In 1885 he reviewed the methods of administration and concluded that: 1. accurately fitting valves were essential at the commencement of the inhalation, in order to ensure rapid washout of air from the lungs; and 2. there was a distinct advantage in allowing some rebreathing of nitrous oxide towards the end of inhalation. He thus devised the stopcock shown. The stopcock consists of a cylinder with two rotating sleeves and two rubber flap valves. The arrangement allows: 1. air to be breathed either through the valves or rebreathed to and from the bag; 2. nitrous oxide to be breathed either through the valves from the bag and out to the atmosphere or rebreathed to and from the bag. The tap on the bag allows it to be disconnected from the nitrous oxide source for greater portability.
Soon after introducing this stopcock, there began an increasing interest in administering oxygen in combination with nitrous oxide. Hewitt was a major researcher in this field, experimenting with thirteen different schemes for mixing and administering nitrous oxide and oxygen, finally settling, in 1892, on a modification of the stopcock shown, which allowed varying proportions of oxygen to be inhaled from a second reservoir bag.
Hewitt published his textbook, Anaesthetics and their Administration, in 1893, described by William Mushin as "undoubtedly the first of the truly scientific books on anaesthesia, with the possible single exception of John Snow's on Chloroform and Other Anaesthetics". Hewitt thus exerted a profound influence on the practice of anaesthesia in Britain.
